Hackle Shmackle

Magnus and Paul like hackles http://www.sexyloops.com/index.shtml . I don’t. Much. Well, that’s not completely true. I use them now and then, but I’ve decided I really don’t know why. I mean, what the hell is a hackle really for anyway?  To represent the legs of an insect?  Support the fly in the surface film?  Decoration?  

OK, legs?  How many legs does an insect have? Let’s do the math. It won’t take long.

Floatation ? Why use an expensive genetic hackle for that?  Gink works.

Decoration?  Now you’re talking.  We use them out of habit, mostly because trout flies just don’t look ‘right’ or pretty enough without a hackle. Old Halford http://www.flyfishinghistory.com/halford.htm had a lot to do with that idea. Halford was so annoyed that the original dry Gold Ribbed Hare’s Ear worked so well with no hackle or wings he stuck some wings on it. The hackle fetish is so pervasive that this great old fly is now usually tied with a collar or parachute hackle.  

The big idea back in the early 20th century was imitating the dun. And to do that we wanted dry flies that stood up on their ‘legs’ – a nicely cocked dry fly, old chap.  To do that we got into the whole genetic hackle thing, resulting in the perfectly engineered hackle chicken. Most of us just went along with it, mostly because it’s kind of fun, but a few adventurers like old Mottram, Marinaro, Fran Betters , Swisher and Richards and Dave Whitlock wandered  off the righteous path.  They still used hackles, but for specific reasons, not just because trout flies don’t look correct without one.

If you look at a floating insect from the trout’s point of view you can quickly see that if you’re talking about imitation the whole hackle thing is off plumb.  I mean, genetic hackles are beautiful and interesting, but for the most part it’s just a bunch of expensive fly-tying nonsense, and has very little to do with catching trout.  It’s not that a parachute hackle doesn’t work, it’s just unnecessary. 
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We know emergers make up by far the greatest proportion of prey in a hatch.  To me, a no-hackle style like Swisher and Richards’ Paradun or its predecessor Fran Betters’ Haystack http://adirondackflyfishing.com/flyofmonthmay.html makes a better  impression of an emerging dun than a classic dry fly with a collar or parachute hackle.  Remember, a natural  emerger is always a bit of a mess. I reckon it’s the body profile - and maybe the wing - that are the essential triggers in a surface fly. The (six) legs and other body parts that stick out are suggested nicely by the scraggly fur fibres of the dubbing and wing, and the rattier http://www.midcurrent.com/articles/history/schullery_rattyfly.aspx
the better as far as I’m concerned.

Even for fast water  - the best argument for a buoyant, heavily hackled dry fly - a partially submerged fly is a better fish attractor.   I’ll still sometimes use a hackled dry fly for a fall of spinners, but clip the underside hackle to show off that body profile. 

On wet flies a hackle makes even less sense. Nymphs don’t swim http://www.mwfly.com/pages/archiveac3.html   with their legs all sticking out sideways, except for stonefly larvae . To add some translucent bulk and profile without weight,  I’ll sometimes still use grizzly or badger saddle hackles on Woolly Buggers and streamers, but a fancy genetic dry fly hackle isn’t needed for that. A scrubbed dubbing body, like on Muz Wilson’s Fuzzlebugger http://www.sexyloops.co.uk/cgi-bin/theboard_07/ikonboard.cgi?act=ST;f=7;t=6919;st=0;&#entry118147
 is much more durable, and to my eye more attractive,  than a palmered saddle hackle. And, frankly, I don’t think the fish care that much.

